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Abstract 
One of the major difficulties facing teachers globally is behavioural difficulties in the classroom, 
and within the South African context, behavioural challenges of learners continue to be a major 
problem in schools at both primary and secondary school levels. Positive Behaviour Support was 
selected for its particular value within South Africa’s history of corporal punishment, as well as 
the country’s contextual factors of poverty and teacher (pre and in-service) under-preparedness in 
the area of behaviour support. Given that behavioural challenges contribute to learner exclusion in 
schools, this article aims to share findings that Limpopo in-service teachers in relation to the value 
and effectiveness of the Positive Behaviour Support (PBS) model (Sugai & Horner, 2002, 2009; 
Sugai & Simonsen, 2012) within the context of their foundation phase classrooms.  
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The general climate of undisciplined 
behaviour and reluctance to accept authority 
is often seen to result in the disempowerment 
of teachers and the disturbance and 
interruption of the teaching and learning in 
the classroom (Prinsloo & Gasa, 2011). 
Prinsloo and Gasa emphasise that teachers 
are not adequately supported to address 
behaviour challenges and state:  
teachers should have the […] 
skills to observe and assess 
undesirable behaviour and the 
ability to design suitable 
strategies to prevent and alter 
misbehaviour (p. 495) 
According to Gable, Quinn, Rutherford, 





of focused teacher education in the area of 
behaviour support management at pre-
service levels, when pre-service teachers 
qualify and enter the profession, they 
increasingly need to rely on stand-alone 
strategies for addressing classroom 
misbehaviour, such as clear rules and 
expectations, as well as being physically 
close to their learners and praising and 
encouraging positive behaviours. Many 
teachers, either independently or with the 
support of their colleagues, are thereby able 
to find a few successful ad-hoc solutions to 
some learners’ behavioural difficulties. 
However, for some teachers, these strategies 
fail to produce the desired outcome of holistic 
learner support, and may actually exacerbate 
an already difficult situation (Papatheodorou, 
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2005). Given national and international 
concern about the increase in learner 
challenging behaviours within schools, there 
is a need for comprehensive behaviour 
support initiatives that can assist school 
administrators and teachers to manage 
behaviour in the classrooms.  
This study took  into account that 
interventions which are developed in 
response to a single child’s disruptive 
behaviour without the systematic reduction 
of the risk of other children within the 
classroom from developing similar patterns 
of behavioural difficulties, unfortunately fails 
to address the needs of all children in the 
classroom (Gilliam, 2005; Raver & Knitzer, 
2002). In addition, given that ecological and 
systemic factors impact and affect learner 
behaviour and learner behaviour 
management, this study considered it 
imperative to view the understanding of 
behaviour and behaviour support from an 
ecosystemic perspective (Bronfenbrenner, 
1977, 1979, 1986, 1992; Bronfenbrenner & 
Ceci, 1994; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998). 
An ecosystemic approach to understanding 
behavioural difficulties in schools 
conceptualises them within an analysis of the 
interactional patterns observable within 
social systems. When attempting to 
understand behaviour and behavioural 
challenges, it is essential to grasp how a 
learner’s needs are affected by and in turn 
have an impact on the ecological contexts of 
family, school, community and society 
(Trussell, 2008; Sayeski & Brown, 2011). 
Ecological theory employs the view that 
human behaviour is developed and 
maintained through interactional processes. 
The framework for the ecological systems 
theory described in this chapter is based on 
the work by Bronfenbrenner (1977, 1979, 
1986, 1992), Bronfenbrenner and Ceci 
(1994), Bronfenbrenner and Morris (1998, 
2006). In human ecology, the person-
environment context represents the entirety 
of relationships and interactions among 
individuals and their environments. Within 
this model, there is significant emphasis on 
the interactions that occur in face-to-face 
long-term relationships, as such relationships 
are regarded to be important in shaping 
lasting aspects of learning and development. 
As other social ecologists do, Bandura (1977, 
1986), argues that it is important to consider 
the mutual and reciprocal effects of the 
applicable personal, environmental and 
behavioural factors when seeking to 
understand personal behavioural patterns. 
Within these systems, the person variables 
(e.g. learners’ thoughts and feelings, age, 
ethnicity language, religion, gender, family 
structure, socio-economic status, etc.), 
interact reciprocally with the environmental 
variables (such as the social and physical 
factors alongside which the behaviour 
occurs) as well as with the behavioural 
variables (behaviours/events that are 
antecedents to or which follow the 
challenging behaviours). The reciprocal 
interactions amongst and between these 
variables impact and affect learner 
behaviour. 
Papatheodorou (2005) explains that 
children’s behaviour can be regarded as a 
purposeful form of communication, and the 
child’s capacity to choose appropriate 
behaviour is influenced by their 
developmental ability, temperament, 
interactions, life experiences and 
environmental factors. As children enter the 
formal schooling environment, behavioural 
challenges are those that are often seen as 
‘behaviour that is out of place; the behaviour 
is not disruptive by itself, but becomes 
disruptive at certain times and in certain 
places’ (p. 17). A narrow focus on only the 
psychological, social or medical factors can 
provide a skewed understanding of behaviour 
and its support. Through embracing a 
bioecological framework of understanding 
challenging behaviour in learner 
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development, a learner’s individual 
characteristics, together with other factors 
such as those within the system of the school 
and classroom (the classroom pedagogical 
issues, teacher-learner relationships and 
power relations, family, socio-economic and 
socio-cultural issues, etc.) become important 
and relevant to deepening the understanding 
of learners who present with challenging 
behaviours. A grasp of how these factors 
interrelate and how they affect learners can 
be used to assist in providing a rich and 
meaningful understanding in the 
identification and support of behavioural 
challenges within the school system. Such an 
understanding does not seek to label or lay 
blame with the individual learner, but rather 
observes the interplay of ecological systems, 
inclusive of the observer, as part of the 
process in developing a holistic 
understanding of the learner. 
There is little argument that the contexts 
children experience in early childhood are 
influential in shaping their development 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1986). Corroborating 
Bronfenbrenner’s theory, Perkins and 
Mclaughlin (2015) identify predictive risk 
factors, first within the family, which include 
poor parenting skills, parental substance 
abuse and poor mental health, negative or 
unsupportive parent-child relationship, 
single-parent homes, teenage pregnancies, 
and child abuse and/or neglect. Secondly, the 
quality of environmental interactions a child 
has, with his/her parent, teachers, peers, and 
friends can create potential risk or protective 
factors. Finally, the global environment (such 
as poverty, neighbourhood characteristics, 
and home-school relationship) has an 
undeniable bearing. It is evident that 
behavioural challenges not only impact and 
affect the learner who is non-compliant, but 
impacts the teacher and peers alike (Perkins 
& McLaughlin, 2015).. Causative factors 
contributing to behavioural difficulties in 
South African schools are considered to be 
inextricably linked to the issues of poverty, 
high density housing, organised crime, 
exposure to violence, a breakdown within 
family and community structure, 
incompetent parenting, and the abuse of 
drugs and alcohol (Prinsloo & Gasa, 2011; 
De Wet, 2003; Dawes & Donald, 1994). 
Other contributing factors include 
HIV/AIDS, educational neglect, school 
organisation and curriculum issues, as well as 
intrinsic factors such as visual and hearing 
impairments and epilepsy. Further links to 
the socio-economic challenge of poverty are 
those conditions that negatively affect a 
learner’s social and emotional well-being. 
These conditions include sexual and 
substance abuse, which also lead to trauma 
and emotional distress (DoE 1997). Several 
of predictive risk factors are prevalent in 
Limpopo. Furthermore, Chibba and Luiz 
(2011) alert us to the interconnectedness 
between poverty, inequality and 
unemployment, and provide empirical 
evidence to support the claim that poverty 
coincides with inequality unemployment in 
several studies worldwide. The overarching 
issues that define the nature of poverty, 
inequality and unemployment in South 
Africa include the continued legacy of 
apartheid in economics, business, socio-
economics, sociology, land tenure and urban-
rural livelihood issues. Fundamental 
challenges within this legacy is the imposing 
political, economic and management 
dimension linked to tackling these problems 
in the post-apartheid era. A significant part of 
the inequality that exists is undeniably a 
result of exclusion from education (Pellicer, 
Ranchod, Sarr, & Wegner, 2011). As a result 
of this legacy historically disadvantaged 
groups are often precluded from reaching 
higher levels of education, which in turn 
produces an inadequate supply of highly-
educated workers in the labour force (Chibba 
& Luiz, 2011).  
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An understanding then of behaviour and 
behavioural challenges from ecosystemic 
perspective within Limpopo FP classrooms 
was considered essential for this study. 
Although these predictive microsystem risk 
factors are well-established, literature also 
highlights the value of high-quality 
instructional techniques, which can serve as a 
protective factor and reduce the social 
behavioural gaps learners may experience 
when they come to the classroom. Such 
techniques include the creation of a 
classroom climate where learners feel safe 
and supported and motivated by the 
interactions they have with their teachers and 
peers (Wentzel, Russel & Looney, 2010). 
Such inclusive behaviour support strategies 
are present in the PBS model and the 
exploration of PBS in Limpopo schools to 
enhance protective factors within the 
classroom, further motivated its use in this 
study. As a model of behaviour support, PBS 
takes into account the ecology of the learner, 
the problem behaviour and the context of the 
system in which behaviour support is 
provided (McIntosh, Filter, Bennet, Ryan and 
Sugai, 2010). Internationally, the Positive 
Behaviour Support model has been found to 
‘effectively support teachers’ efforts to 
address young children’s challenging 
behaviour and to build their social and 
emotional competence’ (Benedict, Horner & 
Squires, 2007, p 191). The Positive 
Behaviour Support (PBS) model was 
considered to be relevant for the context of 
the South African classroom. The tiered 
approach of PBS makes it a good fit with the 
tiered South African Screening, 
Identification and Assessment (SIAS) (DoE, 
2014) tool that the education department 
requires teachers to use in their support of 
learners for inclusive education. 
The findings in this study reveal that the 
Limpopo FP teachers did indeed find that the 
PBS model was an effective and useful tool 
for the understanding and support of learners 
who present with behavioural challenges in  
their classrooms. There was strong support 
for the model, particularly once an 
understanding the various factors that 
contributed to behavioural challenges had 
been established. Where previously learners 
were believed to be just naughty, the 
ecosystemic understanding of how the 
learners’ home, school, and family contexts 
impact his/her behaviour were reported to be 
valuable. Participants reported that the 
ecosystemic view opened up the channel for 
them to also consider their own part in the 
various systems within the school context 
that led to learner challenging behaviour. 
Such a realisation reportedly afforded the 
respondents the opportunity to be reflexive 
about their role within the system of support 
and make the necessary classroom practice 
and attitude adjustments. The Limpopo FP 
teachers unanimously reported a better and 
deeper understanding of the contextual 
contributory factors that impact  challenging 
behaviour in the classroom. 
 
All respondents without exception found that 
where previously they felt inadequately 
prepared to manage behavioural challenges, 
the PBS strategies they were taught were very 
valuable in addressing behavioural 
challenges and were a welcomed support for 
their classroom practices. Common 
behaviour management practices that 
respondents admitted to have been using 
were highlighted within the focus group 
interviews as being inappropriate and 
ineffective. These included the use of 
corporal punishment, negative attitudes by 
teachers towards learners and towards 
teaching, as well as prevalent practices of 
favouritism, victimisation and labelling of 
learners. These same behaviour management 
strategies, together with the majority of 
respondents’ reported lack of knowledge of 
appropriate teaching strategies, challenging 
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contextual factors of overcrowded 
classrooms and challenging systemic factors 
related to home-school partnerships were 
also considered by the majority of 
respondents as factors that contributed 
challenging behaviour in class.  
Given the value that respondents found in the 
use of the PBS model support strategies, 
there was widespread advocacy for other 
teachers in the province to also undergo such 
professional development. The issue of 
needing more time to practise the strategies 
was raised by a large number of respondents, 
together with the need for continued 
professional development in the area of 
behaviour support for all teachers in 
Limpopo. The overall feeling of participants 
was that such knowledge needed to be shared 
for wider support of learners within their 
schools and learning communities. 
 
 
